SYSTEMS, METHODS AND COMPUTER PROGRAM PRODUCTS 
FOR IMPLEMENTING PROCESSES RELATING TO RETAIL SALES 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 
5 Field of the Invention 

The present invention relates to systems, processes, and computer program 
products for the sourcing, scheduling, sales, billing, inventory management, product 
presentation, delivery, customer management and other functions relating to the provision 
of goods and services, particularly in the retail sales environment. 

10 

Description of Related Art 

The efficient provision of goods and services to customers by retailers involves a 
variety of discrete tasks on the part of a retailer, including, without limitation, sourcing 
and scheduling inventory, product presentation and management, pricing, delivery and 
1 5 installation scheduling, customer billing, inventory management, vendor management, 
vendor payment, and/or customer management. Moreover, delivery and/or installation of 
purchased products present separate, but often desired or necessary tasks, particularly for 
customers looking for a turnkey solution. Inefficiencies in the implementation of these 
tasks can be detrimental to the financial performance of a retailer’s business, including 
20 errors in product selection and ordering, excess inventory costs, lost sales, and customer 
dissatisfaction, just to name a few. Further, ineffective or inefficient execution of these 
tasks impacts a retailer’s ability to keep up with changing demands of the marketplace, 
all of which results in lost sales and lost opportunities. Since different individuals and/or 
departments within a retailer implement many of these tasks, it can be difficult to manage 
25 the implementation of these various tasks so as to insure that the tasks are completed 
timely and accurately, and in the most cost effective manner. These tasks (or the 
problems created by ineffective and/or inefficient execution of them) are common to 
retailers in a variety of fields or markets, including consumer electronics, household 
appliances, furniture, clothing, sporting equipment, motorized vehicles, toys and 
30 playground equipment, groceries, and home improvement. 
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For example, a home improvement project can be a daunting task for a 
homeowner lacking experience in planning and implementing such a project, particularly 
a project that involves a number of different products and/or services such as remodeling 
a kitchen or bathroom, which likely involves electrical, plumbing, appliances, cabinetry, 

5 flooring, etc. Often, such home improvement projects require an extensive amoimt of 
planning, including measurements of the space to be improved, selection of various 
products to be installed, selection of the more detailed aspects of the products, such as 
colors, textures, finishes, etc., delivery of the products and, importantly, their installation. 
Often, not all of the desired products are in stock at a particular home improvement store 
10 and vendors (either through catalogs, Internet, etc.) must be consulted, which is often a 
tedious process inasmuch as such secondary sources may not have sufficient details to 
visualize the expected result. In addition, the planning, design and selection tasks can 
also involve consulting with multiple sales persons, contractors and other parties. For 
instance, a customer that wants to refinish a kitchen may need to interact with a cabinet 
1 5 designer, a flooring specialist, a millwork specialist, an appliance specialist and various 

representatives of other specialties such as hardware, lighting and plumbing. Decisions 
must be made with respect to each of these areas to achieve an acceptable completed 
project. 

In addition to selecting the building materials, appliances, accessories, etc. to be 
20 used in the project, the homeowner must schedule both the delivery and the installation of 
the purchased items. It is typically not acceptable that all items are delivered at once or 
in a random, drawn out fashion. Indeed, it is often critical that the items arrive in a 
predetermined order that allows for effective installation. Furthermore, homeowners 
often desire that contractors or skilled installers perform some or all of the necessary 
25 installation. In both cases it is necessary that delivery of items and installation be 
scheduled relative to one another to permit acceptable and timely completion of the 
project. 

In addition to the difficulties of planning and designing the project, and selecting 
the necessary materials and products, the homeowner is also typically concerned about 
30 the overall cost of the project. The cost of each home improvement project includes not 
only the cost of materials, tools, appliances, accessories, etc., but also the delivery and 
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installation of these items. Installation costs are difficult to estimate due to the need to 
contact multiple contractors, the reliability of which may be unknown to the customer. 
Further, the planning and design of, and selection of products for, the home improvement 
project may need to be modified if the overall cost of the project exceeds the amount 
5 budgeted by the customer. As a result, the planning, design, and selection tasks may 
have to undergo several iterations. All of these difficulties make it very desirable for a 
customer to have tools that facilitate the planning, design, selection, delivery, installation, 
and cost management of the home improvement project. 

Aside from the homeowner, the home improvement retailer must attempt to make 
10 as many different products and services available to its customers, must facilitate 
efficient delivery of the products and services and often must provide installation 
services. In addition, the retailer must coordinate customer management among its 
customer representatives, management of sales opportunities, ordering of inventory and 
any custom or configurable products selected by a customer, vendor payments, and 
15 customer billing. Ineffective and/or inefficient management of these tasks can result in 
lost sales opportunities, returns, etc., which can adversely affect the profitability of the 
retailer. 

In seeking to integrate aspects of the sales process, others have proposed 
interactive systems to assist customers with the design and ordering of products and 
20 services. For example, U.S. Patent Application Publication No. 2001/0044749 to Heisler 
et al. (“Heisler”) discloses a home improvement system 10 embodied in a web site 
allowing customers to identify the materials needed for a project and then to order the 
corresponding materials. The home improvement system can communicate with the 
customer 50 and a third-party business 60. The web site includes a collection of software 
25 tools for designing home improvements such as decks, shelves, kitchens or bathrooms. 
The software tools can include “solution tools” that facilitate calculations of needed 
materials. For instance, the solution tools can calculate an amount of wallpaper, ceiling 
tiles or concrete necessary to complete a project. According to one embodiment, Heisler 
discloses the use of graphics to lay out the property perimeter, home and landscape 
30 features for designing a sprinkler system. During design, the home improvement system 
can suggest parts and accessories from a list of sprinkler products. Once a design is 
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finalized, it can be transmitted to the third-party business, which can modify the design to 
fit existing inventory and make other design suggestions. The home improvement system 
can then output a shopping list that contains information identifying the various parts, 
prices and assembly references to facilitate purchases. Alternatively, the purchase may 
5 be submitted electronically to the third-party business and the materials picked up later at 
the business. 

Although Heisler addresses some of the needs of the customer and retailer and, in 
particular, assisting the customer with the design of the home improvement project, 
Heisler fails to provide an integrated solution and, more specifically, it fails to address a 
1 0 number of the tasks involved with facilitating the sale, including coordination of 

installation services for those customers not wanting to install the project themselves, 
scheduling, billing, vendor payments and inventory management for the retailer. In 
addition, Heisler does not provide for interaction with sales persons, contractors and other 
parties with important knowledge that may improve the design and selection tasks. With 
1 5 these and other steps not facilitated, the customer is still required to carry most of the 
design to execution with little assistance and the retailer is still required to coordinate all 
of its procurement, billing, vendor payment and customer management tasks. Similar 
problems affect customers and retailers in other fields, including consumer electronics, 
household appliances, furniture, clothing, sporting equipment, toys and playground 
20 equipment, groceries, and motorized vehicles, just to name a few. 

It would be advantageous to have a system that is not only capable of facilitating 
product design and/or selection, but that can also facilitate execution of the design, 
selection and sales tasks for the customer, retailer and vendors. It would be further 
advantageous if facilitating execution of the design, selection and sales tasks included 
25 involving customer representatives, vendors and other third parties that are not readily 
available to, or known by, the customer; allowed the selection and scheduling of related 
services, such as detailed measurement, delivery, installation, maintenance, warranty, 
etc., if necessary; and facilitated customer management, management of sales 
opportunities, inventory management, vendor management, vendor payments, customer 
30 billing for the retailer, and communication between each of these different entities. 
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BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 
The present invention addresses the above needs and achieves other advantages 
by providing a system that facilitates the selection of purchasable items by a customer 
and that allows greater choice, flexibility and design input by customers and that allows 
5 for the integration of the customer’s selection of purchasable items into retailer processes 

for providing and administering the provision of purchasable items. The system includes 
a number of processes that individually have value, but that collectively can provide a 
fully integrated solution for the retailer, customer and vendors. 

According to one embodiment of the present invention, the system facilitates the 
10 selection of purchasable items for use in an environs defined by the customer. In one 
aspect, the system includes a processing element capable of proposing a plurality of 
purchasable items to the customer for selection by the customer. The processing element 
also is capable of requesting, receiving and processing data representing the environs and 
data representing at least one purchasable item selected by the customer. The processing 
1 5 element is further capable of generating and displaying a three-dimensional graphical 
representation of the environs and each purchasable item or items selected by the 
customer so that the customer can visualize the items in the environs. In one 
embodiment, the processing element is capable of proposing a template for at least one 
environs to the customer for selection by the customer. In another embodiment, the 
20 environs include a kitchen, a bathroom, a room, or an exterior space. 

According to another embodiment of the present invention, the system includes a 
processing element capable of requesting, receiving and processing data representing at 
least one customer preference. The processing element is capable of storing data 
representing a first set of purchasable items. The processing element also is capable of 
25 proposing a second set of purchasable items to the customer for selection by the 
customer. The processing element is further capable of filtering the first set of 
purchasable items based at least in part upon the at least one customer preference to 
generate the second set of purchasable items. 

According to another embodiment of the present invention, the system includes a 
30 processing element capable of proposing a first set of purchasable items to the customer 
for selection by the customer. The processing element is capable of requesting, receiving 
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and processing data representing at least one purchasable item selected by the customer 
from the first set of purchasable items. The processing element is further capable of 
proposing a second set of purchasable items to the customer for selection by the 
customer. The processing element is capable of requesting, receiving and processing data 
5 representing at least one purchasable item selected by the customer from the second set of 
purchasable items. The processing element generates the second set of purchasable items 
based at least in part upon the at least one purchasable item selected by the customer from 
the first set of purchasable items. 

According to another embodiment, the system includes a processing element 
10 capable of proposing a plurality of purchasable items to the customer for selection by the 

customer. The processing element is also capable of requesting, receiving and processing 
data representing at least one purchasable item selected by the customer. The processing 
element is further capable of scheduling the installation of, and/or on-site measurement 
for, the at least one purchasable item selected by the customer. 

1 5 According to another embodiment, the present invention provides a system for 

facilitating the selection of purchasable items by a customer and ordering of the selected 
purchasable items from a vendor. In one aspect, the system includes a processing 
element capable of proposing a plurality of purchasable items to the customer for 
selection by the customer. The processing element is capable of requesting, receiving 
20 and processing data representing at least one purchasable item selected by the customer. 
The processing element is further capable of communicating data representing the at least 
one purchasable item selected by the customer to the vendor. 

According to another embodiment, the present invention provides a system for 
facilitating the selection of configurable purchasable items by a customer and the 
25 manufacture of selected configurable purchasable items by a vendor. In one aspect, the 
system includes a processing element capable of proposing a plurality of configurable 
purchasable items to the customer for selection by the customer. The processing element 
is capable of requesting, receiving and processing data representing at least one 
configurable purchasable item selected by the customer. The processing element is 
30 capable of soliciting from the customer specifications for the at least one configurable 

purchasable item selected by the customer. The processing element is also capable of 
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requesting, receiving and processing data representing the specifications for the at least 
one configurable purchasable item selected by the customer. The processing element is 
further capable of communicating data representing the specifications for the at least one 
configurable purchasable item selected by the customer to the vendor. 

5 According to another embodiment, the present invention provides a system for 

facilitating the selection of configurable purchasable items by a customer and the 
provision of service by an in-store customer representative. In one aspect, the system 
includes a processing element capable of proposing a plurality of configurable 
purchasable items to the customer for selection by the customer. The processing element 
10 is also capable of requesting, receiving and processing data representing at least one 
configurable purchasable item selected by the customer. The processing element is 
further capable of scheduling an appointment for the customer with the in-store customer 
representative relating to the at least one configurable purchasable item selected by the 
customer. 

15 According to another embodiment, the present invention provides a system for 

facilitating the management of sales opportunities for purchasable items offered to a 
customer. In one aspect, the system includes a processing element capable of proposing a 
plurality of purchasable items to the customer for selection by the customer. The 
processing element is also capable of requesting, receiving and processing data 
20 representing at least one purchasable item selected by the customer. The processing 

element is further capable of prompting a customer representative to contact the customer 
based upon the data received representing the at least one purchasable item selected by 
the customer. 

In another embodiment, the system includes a processing element capable of 
25 proposing a plurality of purchasable items to a plurality of customers for selection by the 
customers. The processing element is also capable of requesting, receiving and 
processing and storing data representing at least one purchasable item selected by each 
customer and data representing at least one sales variable for each customer. The 
processing element is further capable of comparing the at least one sales variable for at 
30 least two customers. 
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According to other embodiments of the present invention, the system can 
integrate one or more of the functionalities described above together, as well as include 
other functionalities to provide a total solution for both the customer and retailer. For 
example, in one embodiment, the system can include a processing element capable of 
5 issuing a payment to a vendor and/or invoicing or billing a customer based at least 
partially upon the at least one purchasable item selected by the customer. In another 
embodiment, the system can include a processing element capable of requesting, 
receiving and processing data representing instructions relating to pricing, discounts, etc. 
for the purchasable items and then implementing or deploying the instructions throughout 
10 the entire system wherein the system comprises a multi-store and/or multi-terminal 
system. 

According to another embodiment, the present invention provides a computer 
program product for facilitating the selection of purchasable items by a customer for use 
in an environs defined by the customer. The computer program product includes a 
1 5 computer-readable storage medium having computer-readable program code portions 
stored therein. In one aspect, the computer-readable program portions include an 
executable portion for proposing a plurality of purchasable items to the customer for 
selection by the customer. The executable portion requests, receives and processes data 
representing the environs and data representing at least one purchasable item selected by 
20 the customer. The executable portion generates a three-dimensional graphical 

representation of the environs and the at least one purchasable item selected by the 
customer so that the customer can visualize the selected purchasable items in the 
environs. In one embodiment, the executable portion proposes a template for at least one 
environs to be selected by the customer. In another embodiment, the environs include a 
25 kitchen, a bathroom, a room, and an exterior space. 

In another embodiment, the present invention provides a computer program 
product for facilitating the selection of purchasable items by a customer. The computer 
program product comprising a computer-readable storage medium having computer- 
readable program code portions stored therein. In one aspect, the computer-readable 
30 program portions include an executable portion for requesting, receiving and processing 
data representing at least one customer preference. The executable portion requests. 
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receives and processes data representing a first set of purchasable items. The executable 
portion proposes a second set of purchasable items to the customer for selection by the 
customer. The executable portion filters the first set of purchasable items based at least 
in part upon the at least one customer preference to generate the second set of 
5 purchasable items. 

In another embodiment, the computer-readable program portions include an 
executable portion for proposing a first set of purchasable items to the customer for 
selection by the customer. The executable portion requests, receives and processes data 
representing at least one purchasable item selected by the customer from the first set of 
10 purchasable items. The executable portion proposes a second set of purchasable items to 
the customer for selection by the customer. The executable portion requests, receives and 
processes data representing at least one purchasable item selected by the customer from 
the second set of purchasable items. The executable portion generates the second set of 
purchasable items based at least in part upon the at least one purchasable item selected by 
1 5 the customer from the first set of purchasable items. 

In another embodiment, the computer-readable program portions include an 
executable portion for proposing a plurality of purchasable items to the customer for 
selection by the customer. The executable portion requests, receives and processes data 
representing at least one purchasable item selected by the customer. The executable 
20 portion schedules the installation of, and/or on-site measurement for, the at least one 
purchasable item selected by the customer. 

In another embodiment, the present invention provides a computer program 
product for facilitating the selection of purchasable items by a customer and ordering of 
the selected purchasable items from a vendor. The computer program product includes a 
25 computer-readable storage medium having computer-readable program code portions 
stored therein. In one aspect, the computer-readable program portions include an 
executable portion for proposing a first set of purchasable items to the customer for 
selection by the customer. The executable portion requests, receives and processes data 
representing at least one purchasable item selected by the customer fi'om the first set of 
30 purchasable items. The executable portion proposes a second set of purchasable items to 
the customer for selection by the customer. The executable portion requests, receives and 
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processes data representing at least one purchasable item selected by the customer from 
the second set of purchasable items. The executable portion generates the second set of 
purchasable items based at least in part upon the at least one purchasable item selected by 
the customer from the first set of purchasable items. 

5 In another embodiment, the computer-readable program portions include an 

executable portion for proposing a plurality of purchasable items to the customer for 
selection by the customer. The executable portion requests, receives and processes data 
representing at least one purchasable item selected by the customer. The executable 
portion communicates data representing the at least one purchasable item selected by the 
1 0 customer to the vendor. 

In another embodiment, the present invention provides a computer program 
product for facilitating the selection of configurable purchasable items by a customer and 
the manufacture of selected configurable purchasable items by a vendor. The computer 
program product includes a computer-readable storage medium having computer- 
1 5 readable program code portions stored therein. In one aspect, the computer-readable 

program portions include an executable portion for proposing a plurality of configurable 
purchasable items to the customer for selection by the customer. The executable portion 
requests, receives and processes data representing at least one configurable purchasable 
item selected by the customer. The executable portion solicits from the customer 
20 specifications for the at least one configurable purchasable item selected by the customer. 
The executable portion requests, receives and processes data representing the 
specifications for the at least one configurable purchasable item selected by the customer. 
The executable portion communicates data representing the specifications for the at least 
one configurable purchasable item selected by the customer to the vendor. 

25 In another embodiment, the present invention provides a computer program 

product for facilitating the selection of configurable purchasable items by a customer and 
the provision of service by an in-store customer representative. The computer program 
product includes a computer-readable storage medium having computer-readable 
program code portions stored therein. In one aspect, the computer-readable program 
30 portions include an executable portion for proposing a plurality of configurable 

purchasable items to the customer for selection by the customer. The executable portion 



- 10 - 



AttyDktNo. 040472.267909 




requests, receives and processes data representing at least one configurable purchasable 
item selected by the customer. The executable portion schedules an appointment for the 
customer with the in-store customer representative relating to the at least one 
configurable purchasable item selected by the customer. 

5 In another embodiment, the present invention provides a computer program 

product for facilitating the management of sales opportunities for purchasable items 
offered to a customer. The computer program product includes a computer-readable 
storage medium having computer-readable program code portions stored therein. In one 
aspect, the computer-readable program portions include an executable portion for 
10 proposing a plurality of purchasable items to the customer for selection by the customer. 

The executable portion requests, receives and processes data representing at least one 
purchasable item selected by the customer. The executable portion prompts a customer 
representative to contact the customer based upon the data received representing the at 
least one purchasable item selected by the customer. 

1 5 In another embodiment, the computer-readable program portions include an 

executable portion for proposing a plurality of purchasable items to a plurality of 
customers for selection by the customers. The executable portion requests, receives and 
processes data representing at least one purchasable item selected by each customer and 
data representing at least one sales variable for each customer. The executable portion 
20 compares the at least one sales variable for at least two customers. 

According to other embodiments of the present invention, the computer program 
product can integrate one or more of the fimctionalities described above together, as well 
as include other functionalities to provide a total solution for both the customer and 
retailer. For example, in one embodiment, the computer program product includes an 
25 executable portion that issues a payment to a vendor and/or invoices or bills a customer 
based at least partially upon the at least one purchasable item selected by the customer. 

In another embodiment, the computer program product includes an executable portion 
element that requests, receives and processes data representing instructions relating to 
pricing, discounts, etc. for the purchasable items and then implements or deploys the 
30 instructions throughout a multi-store or multi-terminal system. 
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In another embodiment, the present invention provides a method for facilitating 
the selection of purchasable items by a customer for use in an environs defined by the 
customer. In one aspect, the method includes proposing a plurality of purchasable items 
to the customer for selection by the customer. Data representing the environs and data 
5 representing at least one purchasable item selected by the customer are requested, 

received and processed electronically. A three-dimensional graphical representation of 
the environs and the at least one purchasable item selected by the customer are generated. 
The three-dimensional graphical representation of the environs and the at least one 
purchasable item selected by the customer are displayed so that the customer can 
10 visualize the at least one selected purchasable item in the environs. In one embodiment, a 
template for at least one environs is proposed to the customer for selection by the 
customer. In another embodiment, the environs include a kitchen, a bathroom, a room, 
and an exterior space. 

In another embodiment, the present invention provides a method for facilitating 
1 5 the selection of purchasable items by a customer. In one aspect, the method includes 

storing electronically data representing a first set of purchasable items. Data representing 
at least one customer preference is requested, received and processed electronically. A 
second set of purchasable items is proposed to the customer for selection by the 
customer. The first set of purchasable items is filtered based at least in part upon the at 
20 least one customer preference to generate the second set of purchasable items. 

In another embodiment, the method includes proposing a first set of purchasable 
items to the customer for selection by the customer. Data representing at least one 
purchasable item selected by the customer from the first set of purchasable items is 
requested, received and processed electronically. A second set of purchasable items is 
25 proposed to the customer for selection by the customer. Data representing at least one 
purchasable item selected by the customer from the second set of purchasable items is 
requested, received and processed electronically. The second set of purchasable items is 
generated based at least in part upon the at least one purchasable item selected by the 
customer from the first set of purchasable items. 

30 In another embodiment, the m^hod includes proposing a plurality of purchasable 

items to the customer for selection by the customer. Data representing at least one 
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purchasable item selected by the customer is requested, received and processed 
electronically. The installation of, and/or on-site measurement for, the at least one 
purchasable item selected by the customer is scheduled. 

In another embodiment, the present invention provides a method for facilitating 
5 the selection of purchasable items by a customer and ordering of the selected purchasable 
items from a vendor. In one aspect, the method includes proposing a plurality of 
purchasable items to the customer for selection by the customer. Data representing at 
least one purchasable item selected by the customer is requested, received and processed 
electronically. Data representing the at least one purchasable item selected by the 
10 customer is communicated electronically to the vendor. 

In another embodiment, the present invention provides a method for facilitating 
the selection of configurable purchasable items by a customer and the manufacture of 
selected configurable purchasable items by a vendor. In one aspect, the method includes 
proposing a plurality of configurable purchasable items to the customer for selection by 
1 5 the customer. Data representing at least one configurable purchasable item selected by 

the customer is requested, received and processed electronically. Specifications for the at 
least one configurable purchasable item selected by the customer are solicited from the 
customer. Data representing the specifications for the at least one configurable 
purchasable item selected by the customer is requested, received and processed 
20 electronically. Data representing the specifications for the at least one configurable 

purchasable item selected by the customer are communicated electronically to the vendor. 

In another embodiment, the present invention provides a method for facilitating 
the selection of configurable purchasable items by a customer and the provision of 
service by an in-store customer representative. In one aspect, the method includes 
25 proposing a plurality of configurable purchasable items to the customer for selection by 
the customer. Data representing at least one configurable purchasable item selected by 
the customer is requested, received and processed electronically. An appointment is 
scheduled for the customer with the in-store customer representative relating to the at 
least one configurable purchasable item selected by the customer. 

30 In another embodiment, the present invention provides a method for facilitating 

the management of sales opportunities for purchasable items offered to a customer. In 
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one aspect, the method includes proposing a plurality of purchasable items to the 
customer for selection by the customer. Data representing at least one purchasable item 
selected by the customer is requested, received and processed electronically. A customer 
representative is prompted to contact the customer based upon the data received 
5 representing the at least one purchasable item selected by the customer. 

In another embodiment, the method includes proposing a plurality of purchasable 
items to a plurality of customers for selection by the customers. Data representing at 
least one purchasable item selected by each customer and data representing at least one 
sales variable for each customer is requested, received and processed electronically. Data 
10 representing at least one purchasable item selected by each customer and data 

representing at least one sales variable for each customer is stored electronically. The at 
least one sales variable for at least two customers is compared. 

According to other embodiments of the present invention, the method includes 
issuing a payment to a vendor and/or invoicing or billing a customer based at least 
15 partially upon the at least one purchasable item selected by the customer. In another 

embodiment, the method includes requesting, receiving and processing data representin^g 
instructions relating to pricing, discounts, etc. for the purchasable items and then 
implementing or deploying the instructions throughout a multi-store or multi-terminal 
system. 

20 Although the types of purchasable items will vary depending upon the type of 

retail industry, in one embodiment the purchasable items include furniture, appliances, 
flooring, decking, lighting, countertops, millwork, doorframes, window frames, doors, 
windows, paint, wall coverings, cabinetry, shelving, design services, installation services, 
and measuring services. 

25 According to another embodiment, the present invention provides a home 

improvement system. In one aspect, the system includes a catalog module that is capable 
of proposing a plurality of purchasable items to a customer, such as home improvement 
goods and services. The customer’s selection of the purchasable items preferably is 
stored by the catalog module in a computer-readable memory. The system can include an 
30 envisioning module that is capable of generating and displaying a three-dimensional 
graphical depiction of selected purchasable items in the environs in which the selected 
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items will be used, as defined by the customer. The system can include a scheduling 
module that provides scheduling options with in-store customer representatives having 
expertise with the selected purchasable items. The system can include a lead 
management module in communication with the catalog module. The catalog module 
5 communicates customer contact information and selections of purchasable items to the 
lead management module, which is configured to prompt follow-up contact by a 
customer representative. The system can also include other systems, such as a vendor 
management module, an order management module, an event management module, a 
payment module, and a billing module, wherein the system facilitates the entire home 
10 improvement project from planning, design and selection through to delivery, installation 
and quality confirmation for both the customer and the retailer. 

Other aspects of the catalog module can include the capability of presenting 
purchasable items at certain quality levels or price ranges. The catalog module can also 
be configured to store in a computer-readable memory specifications for the purchasable 
15 items, such as color, size, options, etc. The catalog module can supplement the presented 
purchasable items by proposing accessories, such as upon selection of one of the 
purchasable items. Also, the catalog module can present delivery and/or installation 
services for selection by the customer, wherein the delivery and/or installation services 
are associated with one or more of the selected purchasable items. The catalog module 
20 can also be configured to present custom or special order purchasable products referred to 
herein as “configurable purchasable items”, which the retailer does not stock at a 
particular store or chain of stores. “Configurable purchasable items” can also include 
custom or special order purchasable services, such as delivery and installation services. 
Upon selection of a configurable purchasable item, the catalog module preferably is 
25 configured to solicit specifications for the selected configurable purchasable item and 
store the specifications in a computer-readable memory. 

The envisioning module can also include other aspects. For instance, the 
envisioning module can include a plurality of project templates. After selection of a 
project template, the envisioning module preferably is configured to solicit from the 
30 customer specifications for the environs in which the selected purchasable items will be 
used. The envisioning module preferably is configured to modify its graphical depiction 
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of selected purchasable items in the environs based upon responses received from the 
customer. The envisioning module can also be configured to display a list of purchasable 
items required to complete the graphical depiction. Notes entered by the customer during 
design and/or selection iterations can be stored by the envisioning module in a computer- 
5 readable memory. 

The scheduling module is in communication with the catalog module and is 
capable of receiving the customer’s selection of purchasable items from the catalog 
module. The scheduling module is further capable of presenting or proposing one or 
more scheduling options to the customer indicating opportunities to meet with an in-store 
10 customer representative to obtain additional information and/or further refine the 

selection of purchasable items. Other aspects of the scheduling module can include the 
capability of presenting a selection of stores at which the in-store customer representative 
can meet the customer. In addition, the scheduling module can be configured to withhold 
final scheduling of an appointment until confirmation is received of a person-to-person 
15 verification of the selected scheduling option with the customer. Scheduling options can 
be presented as a set of available time slots for the in-store customer representatives that 
are available to meet with the customer. The in-store customer representatives 
themselves may also configure the scheduling module to limit their own availability for 
scheduling. The scheduling module can be configured to prompt one of the in-store 
20 customer representatives for acceptance of one of the scheduling options selected by the 
customer. 

The system can also include a vendor management module in communication 
with the catalog module and capable of receiving information on the purchasable items 
provided by the vendor, including, without limitation, pricing, availability, selection, etc. 
25 The vendor management module preferably is capable of communicating the information 
to the catalog module for presentation to the customer. Additionally, the vendor 
management module can be configured to perform various screening tasks to ensure that 

the customer receives purchasable items from quality vendors. For instance, the vendor 

\ 

management module can initiate and perform an application process for prospective 
30 vendors and can certify those prospective vendors successfully completing the 

application process. The vendor management module can also conduct customer surveys 
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to determine the customers’ opinion and comments relating to quality of workmanship. 

In addition, the vendor management module can be configured to receive and store 
inspection information resulting from an inspection of purchasable items, such as 
installation services, provided by the vendors. 

5 The system can also include an order management module in communication 

with the catalog module and the envisioning module. In one aspect, the order 
management module receives information pertaining to the purchasable items selected by 
the customer and is capable of generating orders to the corresponding vendor or vendors 
for the purchasable items. Also, the order management module can interact with various 
10 vendors by placing the order and receiving order status updates from the vendors. 

Preferably, the order management module stores the order information and order status 
updates in a computer-readable memory, which is accessible by each of a plurality of 
stores, vendors, customers and other interested parties. The catalog module preferably is 
capable of generating an order for the configurable purchasable item based at least 
15 partially upon the specifications received from the customer. 

In another aspect, the scheduling module can be in communication with the order 
management module and can be configured to present time ranges for delivery and/or 
installation of the selected purchasable items. These time ranges can be presented 
graphically in a flow chart or process map defining each task, such as vendor ordering, 

20 shipping, delivery and/or installation services. 

In another aspect, the systems includes an event management module, which is in 
communication with the order management module and is capable of determining 
relationships between the purchasable items, such as the relationship between the 
products and their delivery and/or installation. For instance, paving stones may require 
25 delivery and landscaping services for installation. In addition, the event management 
module can establish a hierarchy of product deliveries and installation services to ensure 
that the dependent tasks are executed in the necessary order. Once the hierarchy has been 
determined, the event management module is capable of communicating portions of the 
execution hierarchy to various parties, such as the customer, customer representative, 

30 and/or vendors. 
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The event management module can also be configured to monitor execution of the 
product deliveries and installation services by receiving data representing modifications 
to the relationship and/or completion of the corresponding tasks from the vendor. In 
cases where delays or other issues are encountered, the event management module is 
5 capable of modifying the execution hierarchy accordingly. Upon receiving data 
representing completion of delivery and/or installation of a product, the event 
management module can notify the vendor management module. In response, the vendor 
management module can be configured to conduct customer surveys. For example, the 
customer can be sent a survey electronically via the Internet or can be sent 
10 correspondence, such as an electronic mail or a letter, requesting the customer to 

complete the survey on-line at the retailer’s website. Preferably, the event management 
module is in communication with a centralized database stored in a computer-readable 
memory that contains the execution hierarchy information and is accessible by a plurality 
of stores. 

1 5 According to another embodiment, the system provides a lead management 

module, which is in communication with the catalog module and is capable of receiving 
the customer’s selection of purchasable items and customer contact information from the 
catalog module. The lead management module is configured to generate a reminder or 
prompt for a customer representative to contact the customer, wherein a lead in the form 
20 of the customer’s selection of purchasable items and the customer’s contact information 
is provided in the reminder or prompt. In another aspect, the lead management module 
can be configured to identify and store in a computer-readable memory one or more sales 
variables for customers, such as sales progress touch points for lead-generated sales. 
Using the sales progress touch points, the lead management module can also analyze, 

25 determine and generate a report pertaining to the effectiveness of one or more stores or 
departments at capitalizing on the leads. For instance, the lead management module can 
calculate the average number of touch points reached for a collection of leads. 

The present invention has many advantages. For instance, the system overcomes 
the difficulties encountered in the prior art by providing a solution that not only is 
30 capable of facilitating product design and/or selection, but that can also facilitate 

execution of the design, selection and sales tasks for both the customer and retailer. The 
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solution of the present invention integrates into the design, selection and sales tasks the 
involvement of salespersons, vendors and other third parties that are not readily available 
to, or known by, the customer; allows the selection and scheduling of related services, 
such as detailed measurement, delivery, installation, etc., if necessary; and facilitates 
5 customer management, management of sales opportunities, inventory management, 
vendor payments, and customer billing for the retailer. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE SEVERAL VIEWS OF THE DRAWINGS 
Having thus described the invention in general terms, reference will now be made 
10 to the accompanying drawings, which are not necessarily drawn to scale, and wherein: 
Figure 1 is a schematic diagram of a system used in home improvement retailing, 
according to one embodiment of the present invention; 

Figure 2 is a schematic of a hardware configuration of a system used in home 
improvement retailing, according to another embodiment of the present invention; 

15 Figure 3 is a flow chart of a method used in home improvement retailing, 

according to one embodiment of the present invention; 

Figure 4 is a schematic of a system used in home improvement retailing, 
according to yet another embodiment of the present invention; and 

Figure 5 is a representation of the graphical output generated by the envisioning 
20 module, according to one embodiment of the present invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 
The present invention now will be described more fully hereinafter with reference 
to the accompanying drawings, in which some, but not all embodiments of the invention 
25 are shown. Indeed, this invention may be embodied in many different forms and should 
not be construed as limited to the embodiments set forth herein; rather, these 
embodiments are provided so that this disclosure will satisfy applicable legal 
requirements. Like numbers refer to like elements throughout. 

Referring to Figure 1 and 2, there is illustrated a system 10 , according to one 
30 embodiment of the present invention. The system 10 includes one or more of the 
software, hardware and firmware driven applications or modules 11-19 illustrated in 
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Figure 1, which interact and communicate to facilitate the design and/or selection of 
purchasable items by a customer; selection of a vendors for purchasable items; involve 
customer representatives, vendors and other third parties that are not readily available to, 
or known by, the customer; allow the selection and scheduling of related services, such as 
5 detailed measurement, delivery, installation, maintenance, warranty, etc., if necessary; 
and/or facilitate customer management, management of sales opportxmities, inventory 
management, vendor management, vendor payments, and customer billing for the 
retailer. While not required, the modules 11-19 that form the system 10 preferably are at 
least partially integrated so as to provide a more robust and functional solution for the 
10 customers, retailer, and vendors. These, and other modules, of the system 10 are 
accessible by customers 20 , vendors 21 , other corporate or store applications of the 
retailer 22 , and customer representatives of the retailer (i.e., sales associates) 23 over a 
plurality of network communication systems, such as via in-store kiosks, websites or 
store sales portals connected via the Internet, a local area network, a wide area network, 

15 etc. to one or more network servers of the retailer, as represented symbolically by ring 24 . 
The embodiment of the system 10 illustrated in Figure 1 can be executed on a hardware 
system 25 , as illustrated in Figure 2, which is described in more detail hereinbelow. 

As illustrated in Figure 1, the system 10 can include a catalog module 11 , an 
envisioning module 12 , a lead management module 13 , a scheduling module 14 , an 
20 ordering management module 15 , a vendor management module 16 , an account 
management module 17 , an inventory management module 18 , and/or an event 
management module 19 . The catalog module 11 can include a catalog database 26 stored 
in a computer-readable memory that includes information relating to at least some of the 
purchasable items offered by the retailer. The term “purchasable items” as used herein is 
25 to be construed broadly to include all combination of products and materials that may be 
offered by a retailer, as well as any planning, design, installation, delivery, maintenance, 
cleaning, lawn care, removal and disposal of old products, pool services and/or warranty 
services offered by the retailer. The types of purchasable items will vary between the 
retailers. For example, according to an embodiment of the system 10 applicable to a 
30 home improvement retailer, the purchasable items can include without limitation 

furniture, appliances, flooring, decking, pools/whirlpool baths, lighting, countertops. 
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millwork, door frames, window frames, doors, windows, paint, wall coverings, cabinetry, 
shelving, plumbing fixtures, lawn/garden supplies, etc., and planning, design, installation, 
delivery, maintenance, cleaning, lawn care, pool services and/or warranty services, etc. in 
connection with the foregoing. 

5 According to one embodiment, the catalog database 26 includes textual 

information such as manufacturer/brand, price, model numbers, dimensions, features, 
functions, product reviews, warranty options and/or how-to applications. Further, the 
catalog database 26 can include graphical representations of the purchasable items, often 
in a number of different renderings (e.g., front, top, bottom, and/or side views). The 
1 0 purchasable items in the catalog database 26 can be items the retailer regularly stocks 

and/or special order items not typically stocked by the retailer, such as custom or other 
configurable items. Updates to the catalog database 26 preferably are vmder centralized 
management or control through a management system 28, such as the one illustrated in 
Figure 2, which comprises part of the retailer’s applications 22, to ensure that updates are 
1 5 correct and consistent before being distributed to the rest of the system 10. 

The catalog module 11 can be configured to manipulate, search, sort, group 
and/or filter the data stored in the catalog database 26 and present the results to the 
customer 20 in a variety of different ways and/or formats. For instance, the catalog 
module 11 can be configured to provide search and sort capabilities allowing searches by 
20 manufacturer, brand, price, model number and/or product characteristics (e.g., color, size 
and performance characteristics). 

The catalog module 11 can also group the data from the catalog database 26 into 
various categories based on end-user application. For example, according to one 
embodiment of the system 10 applicable to a home improvement retailer, the categories 
25 can include building materials, cabinetry, countertops, doors/windows, electrical, 

flooring, hardware, home appliances, home organization, kitcheiVbath, lighting, lumber, 
millwork, multi-product, nursery, outdoor fashion, outside power equipment, paint, 
plumbing (fashion), plumbing (rough), tools, wall coverings, window treatments, 
lawn/garden, etc. According to another embodiment of the system 10 applicable to a 
30 consumer electronics retailer the categories can include audio equipment and accessories; 
computers and accessories; electronics (including home audio/video, televisions, home 
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theater systems, DVD players, car audio/video, and accessories); entertainment furniture; 
home appliances; music; movies; games; office products; phones and communications; 
etc. Corresponding categories can also be configured for retailers in other industries, 
including, without limitation, household appliances, furniture, clothing, sporting 
5 equipment, toys and playground equipment, groceries, and motorized vehicles. 

At each category level, the catalog module 11 will present information to the 
customer 20 that will assist the customer in making informed decisions regarding which 
purchasable items to select. For example, according to the embodiment of the system 10 
applicable to a home improvement retailer, a customer 20 interested in countertops for 
10 kitchen cabinets would be informed of the features and benefits of each available 

countertop surface. For example, to facilitate ease of comparison, the customer 20 would 
be informed of the price, heat resistance qualities, durability, stain resistance, colors, etc. 
of each countertop surface, such as laminate, granite, solid surface, tile, and quartz. 
According to the embodiment of the system 10 applicable to a consumer electronics 
1 5 retailer, a customer 20 interested in a DVD player would be informed of the features and 
benefits of each available DVD model offered by the retailer, such as play back 
functionality, storage space, recording ability, inputs/outputs, warranty, etc. The catalog 
module 11 can be configured to compare the information presented for alternate 
purchasable items within a category, and generate a graphical output, such as a table, 

20 spread sheet, etc., illustrating the comparison to the customer 20 . 

Active links can also accompany the listings of purchasable items displayed by 
the catalog module 11 from the catalog database 26. For instance, purchasable items will 
often be linked to related, substitute, or alternative items and/or accessories. For 
example, according to the embodiment of the system 10 applicable to a home 
25 improvement retailer, tile can be linked with grout or tile alternatives or substitutes such 
as linoleum, or accessories such as tile tools (including a float or tile saw). According to 
the embodiment of the system 10 applicable to a consumer electronics retailer, the DVD 
players can be linked to movies, blank discs, connection cables and other home theater 
components. The catalog module 11 can also be configured to show the list of related, 

30 substitute and/or alternative items and/or accessories once a purchasable item has been 
selected. 
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Other links can be presented based upon customer preferences previously 
provided by the customer and stored in computer-readable memory by the system 10 
(e.g., the lead management module 13); contemporaneously provided by the customer; or 
inferred based on actions by the customer 20, such as previous purchase habits or other 
5 attributes that are stored in computer-readable memory by the system 10 (e.g., the lead 
management module). The customer preferences can be used to filter or sort purchasable 
items displayed to the customer 20. For example, if the customer 20 is interested in only 
high or low price points, the catalog module 11 can sort or screen the selections based 
upon this customer preference. However, the customer 20 can still override the filter to 
10 see all of the items. The filtering or sorting of purchasable items based upon customer 

preferences is advantageous, since it not only allows the retailer to present the customer 
with a more focused and refined list of purchasable items to meet the customer’s needs, 
but also provides the retailer with information corresponding to a number of important 
sales variables, including customer buying habits and preferences, brand preferences, 

1 5 etc., that the retailer can use to more effectively manage the retailer’s inventory, 

marketing efforts, selection and placement/organization of purchasable items, etc. 

The catalog module 11 is configured to present the purchasable items from the 
catalog database 26 to the customer 20. Once a purchasable item is selected, a sales 
module 32 is configured to advance the customer 20 through the purchase/sales process, 
20 such as soliciting any necessary customer contact information, including, without 

limitation, the customer’s name, address, telephone number, electronic mail address, etc. 
and payment information. The sales module 32 can be a separate module in 
commimication with the catalog module 11 and order management module 15 or can 
comprise part of the catalog module or order management module. The sales module 32 
25 preferably is integrated with the in-store sales system 30 illustrated in Figure 2, which 
comprises part of the retailer’s applications 22. The in-store sales system 30 and system 
10 preferably are under centralized management or control through the management 
system 28 to ensme that all tasks or steps in the sales process, as established by the 
retailer, are executed by the customer representatives 23 and/or the customer 20 for each 
30 sale of purchasable items and to ensure that any updates, modifications or changes to the 
tasks or steps performed during the sales process can be implemented throughout the 
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entire system 10 at one time. The in-store sales system 30 and management system 28 
preferably are configured to support a variety of functions including point-of-sale, 
delivery, inventory management, payment and invoicing, and customer account 
management. 

5 The tasks involved in the purchase/sales process will vary according to the 

purchasable item or items selected by the customer 20, as well as how the customer 
accesses the system 10. In the event the customer 20 is at one of the retailer’s stores, the 
sales module 32 is configured to request, receive, and process data representing the 
customer’s selection of purchasable items through the in-store sales system 30 either with 
10 or without the assistance of a customer representative 23 and to communicate the data to 
the order management module 15, which is described in more detail below. In the event 
the customer 20 is connected to the system 10 via a computer network, such as the 
Internet, the sales module 32 is configured to request, receive, and process data 
representing the customer’s selection of purchasable items and to communicate the data 
1 5 to the order management module 15. 

For non-configurable purchasable items, the sales module 32 obtains the requisite 
customer information, such as the customer’s address, payment information etc. and 
communicates data representing this information to the order management module 15. 
“Non-configurable purchasable items” are items that do not require the customer 20 to 
20 select or input any specifications for the items in order to purchase the items, whereas 

“configurable purchasable items” are items that require the customer 20 to select or input 
at least one specifications (i.e., color, size, finish, options, etc.) in order to purchase the 
items. For configurable purchasable, the catalog module 11 and/or the sales module 32 
are configured to solicit from the customer 20 the requisite specifications necessary to 
25 configure the item. The configuration specifications will depend upon the type of 
purchasable item that is selected by the customer 20. For example, according to an 
embodiment of the system 10 applicable to a home improvement retailer, if the customer 
selects a door, the sales module 32 is configured to solicit from the customer 
specifications relating to size, finish, window treatments, etc. 

30 While the system 10 is soliciting the specifications for the selected purchasable 

item, the catalog module 11 can be configured to access the catalog database 20 and to 
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propose one or more related items to the customer 20. For example, if the selected 
purchasable item is a door, the catalog module 11 can propose hardware for the door or, 
if the purchasable item is a DVD player, the catalog module can propose connection 
cables or movies to the customer, or the catalog module can ask about additional related 
5 and/or unrelated purchasable items, including delivery, installation, maintenance, or 
warranty services, etc. The sales module 32 then obtains the requisite customer 
information, such as the customer’s address, payment information, etc. and 
commimicates data representing this information to the order management module 15. 

As illustrated in Figure 1, the envisioning module 12 is in communication with 
10 the catalog module 11 and is configured to request, receive, and process data from the 
catalog module representing the purchasable items selected by the customer 20. The 
catalog module 11 is configured to communicate data representing the selected 
purchasable items to the envisioning module 12, including, without limitation, 
dimensions, color, installation specifications, etc. The envisioning module 12 is also 
1 5 configured to solicit from the customer 20 and to request, receive, and process data 

representing the environment (referred to herein as the “environs”) in which the customer 
expects to use the selected purchasable items. In another embodiment (not shown), the 
data representing the environment is solicited by the catalog module 11 and 
communicated to the envisioning module 12. The envisioning module 12 is further 
20 configured to generate and display on a monitor, in-store kiosk, or other device or 
hardware for displaying images a three-dimensional graphical representation of the 
environs and the selected purchasable items so that the customer 20 can visualize the 
selected purchasable items in the environs. In one embodiment, the envisioning module 
12 is configured so that the customer 20 can modify the graphical representation, such as 
25 by zooming in/out, changing perspective, rotating and modifying viewing angle, etc. 

According to one embodiment of the present invention, the envisioning module 
12 is in communication with a project template database 34 stored in a computer-readable 
memory that includes information relating to at least one or more environs in which a 
customer 20 will commonly use at least some of the purchasable items offered by the 
30 retailer. In embodiments where the catalog module 11 solicits information regarding the 
environs, the catalog module is in commimication with the project template database 34. 
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The nature and specifications of the environs will depend upon the types of purchasable 
items offered by the retailer. For example, according to an embodiment of the system 10 
applicable to a home improvement retailer, the project templates can include a kitchen, a 
bathroom, a room, or an exterior space. With or without the use of the project templates 
5 34, the envisioning module 12 is configured to solicit, receive, and process specifications 

from the customer 20, including dimensions, color, etc. For example, if the environs is a 
kitchen, the customer 20 may be asked specific questions about cabinets, countertops, 
flooring, appliances, millwork (doors, windows, molding, etc.), decor (paint, wallpaper, 
window treatments, etc.), plumbing hardware, cabinet hardware and lighting. The 
10 envisioning module 12 preferably solicits information relating to the environs from the 
customer 20 by asking a series of scripted questions. Updates to the envisioning module 
12 and project template database 34 preferably are under centralized management or 
control through the management system 28, such as the one illustrated in Figure 2, which 
comprises part of the retailer’s applications 22, to ensure that updates are correct and 
1 5 consistent before being distributed to the rest of the system 10. 

The data received by the envisioning module 12 from the customer 20 may result 
in the envisioning module soliciting additional information from the customer, or may 
require the customer to change or modify previous information provided by the customer 
if a conflict is detected by the envisioning module. As data is received by the envisioning 
20 module 12 from the customer 20 and/or the catalog module 11, the envisioning module 
can generate and display a three-dimensional graphical representation of the environs and 
selected purchasable items, such as the one illustrated in Figure 5. 

In other embodiments of the system 10, the envisioning module 12 is configured 
to request, receive, process and store in computer-readable memory customer entries or 
25 notes relating to the environs and/or purchasable items, such as costs, version dates, etc. 
for later reference. The envisioning module 12 in communication with the catalog 
module 11 can also provide the customer with options for generating cost ranges. For 
example, according to an embodiment of the system 10 applicable to a home 
improvement retailer, if the customer wanted to obtain a price range on a full kitchen, the 
30 envisioning module 12 could solicit from the customer the size of the kitchen, quality of 
the cabinets (e.g., good, better, best), countertop material (roll, granite, solid surface. 
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etc.), appliance quality. Based upon the data provided by the customer, the envisioning 
module 12 in communication with the catalog module 11 would generate a price range 
for the purchasable items. Conversely, the customer 20 could provide the envisioning 
module 12 with a price range and an estimated size of the kitchen, and the envisioning 
5 module in communication with the catalog module 11 would generate a list of potential 
purchasable items within this price range and propose this list to the customer. In one 
embodiment, the envisioning module 12 could propose a per category budget to the 
customer 20 based upon the customer’s price range and estimated kitchen size and, once 
accepted by the customer, then generate a list of potential purchasable items in each 
10 category within this price range and propose these lists to the customer. 

According to still other embodiments, the catalog module 11 and/or the 
envisioning module 12 can be configured to provide the customer 20 with a detailed parts 
list or lists for the purchasable items selected by the customer. For example, in one 
embodiment, the catalog module 11 and/or the envisioning module 12 can be configured 
15 to provide the customer with an exploded view of the purchasable item or items selected 
by the customer 20 along with a detailed parts list pertaining to the selected item or items. 

The envisioning module 12 preferably is configured to provide multiple entry 
points so that the customer can exit the envisioning module and go to the catalog module 

11 to select other purchasable items and then return to the envisioning module. For 
20 example, according to an embodiment of the system 10 applicable to a home 

improvement retailer, if the customer 20 initially starts with a simple kitchen appliance 
selection, but then decides to include cabinets and countertops, the envisioning module 

12 in communication with the catalog module 11 will allow the customer to select the 
cabinets and countertops, which will then be incorporated into the graphical 

25 representation being generated by the envisioning module. 

Once the envisioning module 12 receives data representing the environs defined 
by the customer 20 and data representing the purchasable items selected by the customer, 
the envisioning module will generate the three-dimensional graphical representation of 
the environs with the selected purchasable items. In one embodiment, the envisioning 
30 module 12 generates and outputs a graphical representation in two- or three-dimensional 
line-art form with a list of purchasable items necessary to complete the three-dimensional 
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graphical representation. The line-art form is used to illustrate an outline of the project. 

In one embodiment of the system 10, as purchasable items are selected by the customer 
20, the selected items are substituted for the line-art version in the graphical 
representation. Once the three-dimensional graphical representation is generated, the 
5 customer 20 can virtually walk through the environs and change or modify their selection 
of purchasable items as needed. As the customer 20 makes additional selections of 
purchasable items through the catalog module 11, the graphical depiction is regenerated 
by the envisioning module 12 to incorporate the new selections. For a simple product 
order, the envisioning module 12 may be bypassed allowing the customer 20 to access 
10 the catalog module 11 only. 

The lead management module 13 is configured to request, receive, and process 
data representing sales variables, such as information relating to the purchasable items 
selected by customers, customer contact information (such as the customer’s name, 
address, telephone number, facsimile number, and/or electronic mail address), the period 
1 5 of time between when the customer selected the purchasable item and when the customer 
finalized the purchase (the incubation period), whether the customer contacted a customer 
representative, whether the customer was contacted by a customer representative as a 
result of a prompt from the lead management module, whether the customer visited one 
of the retailer’s stores, the number of times the customer engaged the system 10 
20 (including through kiosk, Internet, etc.), and the duration of time between engagements, 
etc. In one embodiment, the lead management module 13 is configured to store sales 
variable data in computer-readable memory, such as in a customer information database 
(not shown), and to retrieve this information as needed. 

The lead management module 13 preferably is configured to analyze the sales 
25 variables, such as by comparing, sorting, categorizing, and/or grouping the sales variables 
for two or more customers for one or more purchasable items, which analysis can be used 
to modify the timing for generating or initiating prompts to the customer representatives 
to contact customers for particular purchasable items; produce analytical reports for 
managers identifying patterns and trends; and/or determine buying trends for particular 
30 purchasable items. Advantageously, statistical analysis of the sales variables by the lead 
management module 13 allows the system 10 to identify patterns of customer behavior 
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thereby allowing the system to be proactive in meeting customer 20 preferences and 
needs rather than reactive. 

Since some customers 20 will utilize the catalog module 11 and/or the envisioning 
module 12 to investigate and contemplate various aspects of the selected purchasable 
5 items via kiosk, Internet, or in-store, such as options, cost, availability, etc., without 

finalizing the purchase, the lead management module 13 is also configured to generate or 
initiate a prompt for a customer representative 23 to contact the customer in order to 
answer any questions the customer may have regarding the selected purchasable items 
and/or other purchasable items offered by the retailer and to provide the customer with an 
10 opportunity to purchase these items. As used herein, a “prompt” can include, without 
limitation, an email or voicemail message, a pop-up task alarm or icon, or any other 
audible and/or visual reminder instructing the customer representative 23 to take certain 
action, such as contacting the customer 20, and/or identifying pertinent information for 
the customer representative, such as the purchasable items selected by the customer and 
15 the customer’s contact information. In other cases, the customer 20 may purchase one 
purchasable item, but not a related item. For instance, when a customer 20 has paid for a 
detailed measuring service, but has not purchased the purchasable item for which the 
measurements are being obtained within a predetermined period of time, the lead 
management module 13 is configured to generate or initiate a prompt for a customer 
20 representative 23 to contact the customer. Thus, the lead management module 13 is 
configured to generate or initiate a prompt to the customer representative 23 at a 
predetermined time that is automatically scheduled by the lead management module 
based, at least in part, on the type of purchasable items selected by the customer. 

According to another embodiment, the customer 20 will request to have a 
25 customer representative 23 contact the customer, which request is received by the lead 
management module 13 either directly or via the catalog module 11 or the envisioning 
module 12 . Upon receipt of the customer’s request, the lead management module 13 will 
generate or initiate a prompt to the customer representative 23 at a predetermined time, as 
specified in the customer’s request, or that is automatically scheduled by the lead 
30 management module based, at least in part, on the type of purchasable items selected by 
the customer. 



-29- 



AttyDktNo. 040472.267909 




According to one embodiment of the system 10, as illustrated in Figure 1, the lead 
management module 13 is in commimication with the catalog module 11, the envisioning 
module 12, the scheduling module 14, and the event management module 19. Updates to 
the lead management module 13 preferably are under centralized management or control 
5 through the management system 28, such as the one illustrated in Figure 2, which 
comprises part of the retailer’s applications 22, to ensure that updates are correct and 
consistent before being distributed to the rest of the system 10. The lead management 
module 13 is configured to request, receive, and/or process sales variables. As used 
herein, “sales variables” include without limitation information such as data representing 
10 the customer’s selection of purchasable items and the customer’s contact information, 
from the catalog module 11 and/or the envisioning module 12. Alternatively, the lead 
management module 13 can be configured to solicit the customer’s contact information 
from the customer 20. The lead management module 13 is further configured to request, 
receive, and/or process data representing other sales variables relating to customer 
15 contacts and existing orders from the order management module 15 via communication 
with the event management module 19 and/or the scheduling module 14. For prompts 
that require scheduling, the lead management module 13 communicates with the 
scheduling module 14, which schedules the prompt. At the scheduled time, the 
scheduling module 14 communicates the prompt to the lead management module 13, 

20 which then communicates the prompt to the customer representative 23. 

The scheduling module 14 is configured to schedule various appointments, 
prompts, tasks, etc. for call-up and/or completion. According to one embodiment of the 
system 10, as illustrated in Figure 1, the scheduling module 14 is in communication with 
the catalog module 11, envisioning module 12, the lead management module 13, the 
25 order management module 15, and the event management module 19 so that information 
provided by the customer 20 can be shared throughout the integrated system 10. Updates 
to the scheduling module 14 preferably are under centralized management or control 
through the management system 28, such as the one illustrated in Figure 2, which 
comprises part of the retailer’s applications 22, to ensure that updates are correct and 
30 consistent before being distributed to the rest of the system 10. In one embodiment, the 
catalog module 11, envisioning module 12, lead management module 13, and/or order 
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management module 15 are configured to solicit from the customer the customer’s 
selection of purchasable items, customer contact information, such as the customer’s 
name, address, telephone number, facsimile number, and/or electronic mail address, 
which information can be communicated to the scheduling module 14 as necessary. The 
5 event management module 19 is configured to control the interaction between the various 
modules, as discussed more fully below. According to another embodiment, the 
scheduling module 14 is configured to solicit from the customer the customer’s selection 
of purchasable items, customer contact information, such as the customer’s name, 
address, telephone number, facsimile number, and/or electronic mail address. 

10 According to one embodiment of the system 10, the scheduling module 14 is 

configured to request, receive, process, and store data representing a request by a 
customer 20 to schedule an appointment with a customer representative 23. The 
appointment can include either an in-store visit or an on-line dialog (such as a chat, etc.). 
The scheduling module 14 preferably is configured, either alone or in conjunction with 
1 5 the lead management module 13 and/or event management module 19, to allow the 

customer 20 to select the retailer’s store at which the customer desires to schedule the 
appointment. In other embodiments, the scheduling module 14 also can be configured, 
either alone or in conjunction with the lead management module 13 and/or event 
management module 19, to allow the customer 20 to request a schedule of classes or 
20 seminars at a particular store or a schedule of on-line courses or broadcasts. The 

schedules can include all the offers by the retailer or can be limited to particular topics of 
interest, date, instructor, etc. Based at least in part upon the store and purchasable items 
selected by the customer 20, the scheduling module 14, either alone or in conjunction 
with the lead management module 13 and/or the event management module 19, is 
25 configured to identify customer representatives 23 at the selected store with knowledge of 
the selected purchasable items. The scheduling module 14 and/or lead management 
module 13 are further configured to propose to the customer 20 one or more available 
time frames or slots for the identified customer representatives 23 for an in-store visit or 
on-line chat. The scheduling module 14 and/or lead management module 13 are 
30 configured to request, receive, process, and store in computer-readable memory data 
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representing the time frames or slots selected by the customer 20 and to commimicate this 
information to the corresponding customer representative 23. 

According to one embodiment, the scheduling module 14 is configured to request, 
receive, process, and store in computer-readable memory data representing available time 
5 frames or slots for one or more customer representatives 23 of the retailer, which can be 
periodically updated by the customer representative. For example, the scheduling 
module 14 can be configured to provide each customer representative 23 with a calendar 
on which the customer representative can identify available time frames or slots and on 
which the customer representative can store data representing scheduled appointments 
10 with customers 20 and notes relating to each appointment, such as the customer’s name, 
customer contact information, purchasable items selected by the customer and 
information relating thereto. According to one embodiment, the scheduling module 14, 
either alone or in conjunction with the lead management module 13 and/or the event 
management module 19, is configured to prompt the customer representatives 23 to 
1 5 contact the customer 20, such as via electronic mail or telephone, prior to an appointment 
to obtain verification of the appointment. According to another embodiment, the 
scheduling module 14, either alone or in conjunction with the lead management module 
13 and/or the event management module 19, is configured to prompt the customer 
representative 23 to accept the appointment prior to scheduling the appointment or 
20 otherwise confirming the appointment to the customer 20. According to yet another 
embodiment, the scheduling module 14, either alone or in conjunction with the lead 
management module 13 and/or the event management module 19, is configured to solicit 
from the customer 20 a preferred communication media, such as telephone or electronic 
mail, prior to scheduling an appointment. In the event appointments need to be changed 
25 for any reason, the customer representative 23 can contact the customer via their selected 
communication media. 

According to another embodiment of the present invention, the scheduling 
module 14, either alone or in conjunction with the catalog module 11, the lead 
management module 13 and/or the event management module 19, is configured to 
30 provide the customer 20 with a detailed overview of the tasks involved in purchasing the 
purchasable items selected by the customer and/or a list of related purchasable items. For 
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example, according to an embodiment of the present invention applicable to a home 
improvement retailer, if the customer 20 selects kitchen cabinets, the scheduling module 
14, either alone or in conjunction with the lead management module 13 and/or the event 
management module 19, can be configured to provide the customer with a time range for 
5 each task involved in the purchase, such as vendor ordering, shipping, and installation. 
The time ranges can be presented to the customer 20 in a variety of formats, including a 
process map or flow chart, etc. Advantageously, the detailed overview of tasks allows 
the retailer to manage the customer’s expectations by showdng the total time investment 
needed to complete the purchase and obtain the selected purchasable items. The detailed 
10 overview preferably is accessible by not only the customer, but also the corresponding 
vendors 21 and customer representatives 23. According to one embodiment, as discussed 
more fully below, the event management module 19 is configured to generate the detailed 
overview of the tasks involved in purchasing the purchasable items selected by the 
customer 20 and the time ranges between each task and to communicate data representing 
15 this information to the scheduling module 14 to be stored in computer-readable memory. 
The event management module 19 preferable monitors for changes in the detailed 
overview due to customer or vendor modifications or delays, etc., and communicates 
with the scheduling module 14 to ensure that the detailed overview remains accurate 
when accessed by the customer 20, vendors 21, or customer representatives 23. 

20 The scheduling module 14, either alone or in conjunction with the catalog module 

11, the lead management module 13 and/or the event management module 19, can also be 
configured to provide the customer 20 with a list of related products that may be 
necessary to complete the project. For example, if the customer 20 selects kitchen 
cabinets, the scheduling module 14, either alone or in conjunction with the catalog 
25 module 11, the lead management module 13 and/or the event management module 19, 
can propose cabinets, countertops, hardware, sink and faucets. 

According to another embodiment of the system 10, where the purchaser selects 
and orders purchasable items comprising services, such as detailed measuring, delivery, 
installation, maintenance, and/or warranty services, the scheduling module 14, either 
30 alone or in conjunction with the lead management module 13, the order management 

module 15, the event management module 19, and/or the vendor management module 16 
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(via the order management module and/or the event management module), can be 
configured to allow the customer 20 to schedule available time frames or slots for the 
retailer or a vendor 21 to perform the selected services. As discussed above, the 
scheduling module 14 preferably is in communication wdth the catalog module 11, order 
5 management module 15, the event management module 19 and the vendor management 
module 16 (via the order management module and/or the event management module), so 
that the detailed overview of tasks and the time ranges between each task can be regularly 
updated to incorporate any changes or modifications. 

As illustrated in Figure 1, the order management module 15 is in communication 
10 with the sales module 32. The order management module 15 is configured to request, 
receive, and process data relating to each order, including, without limitation, customer 
contact information and/or information relating to the purchasable items ordered by the 
customer 20. The order management module 15 is also in communication with the 
scheduling module 14, as described above, and the vendor management module 16 and 
15 the event management module 19, both of which are described in greater detail below. 
Updates to the order management module 15 preferably are under centralized 
management or control through the management system 28, such as the one illustrated in 
Figure 2, which comprises part of the retailer’s applications 22, to ensure that updates are 
correct and consistent before being distributed to the rest of the system 10. 

20 Generally, the order management module 15 is configured to manage the orders it 

receives from the sales module 32. The order management module 15 is preferably 
configured to use industry standard communication mechanisms such as electronic data 
interchange (EDI) and extensible markup language (XML) to communicate orders to 
vendors 21 via the network 24 (either alone or through the vender management module 
25 16). The order management module 15 can also be configured to request, receive, 

process and store in computer-readable memory status updates from the vendors 21 via 
the network 24 (either alone or through the vender management module 16) and present 
them to interested parties such as the customer 20, vendors and/or customer 
representatives 23. Preferably, the order management module 15 (either atone or in 
30 commimication with the scheduling module 14) is in communication with the in-store 
sales system 30 and management system 28 so that the customer 20, vendors 21 and 
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customer representatives 23 can access the system 10 and determine the status of an order 
from any of the retailer’s stores. In addition, customers 20, vendors 21 and customer 
representatives 23 preferably can access the order management module 15 via the 
network 24, such as accessing the order management module via the retailer’s web site 
5 through the Internet. In addition, the order management module 15 can be configured 
automatically to notify the customers 20, vendors 21, and/or customer representatives 23 
and other interested parties by electronic mail, telephone, facsimile, etc. For example, in 
one embodiment, the order management module 15 comprises voice technology with 
logical interface scheduling options or interactive voice response, such as Edify, emd can 
10 be configured to contact the customer 20 via telephone to notify them of the status of 
their order. 

The event management module 19 is configured to monitor and control the 
interaction of the various modules 11-18 within the system 10 and to monitor the status 
of ongoing tasks relating to customer orders, prompts for customer follow-up, etc. As 
1 5 illustrated in Figure 1, the event management module 19 is in communication with the 
lead management module 13, the scheduling module 14, the order management module 
15 and the vendor management module 16, as well as the catalog module 11 and the 
envisioning module 12 through the lead management module and/or the scheduling 
module, and the account management module 17 and the inventory management module 
20 18 through the order management module and/or the vendor management module. The 

event management module 19 and/or the vendor management module 16 can comprise 
separate modules in communication with the order management module 15 or can 
comprise part of the order management module. Updates to the event management 
module 19 preferably are imder centralized management or control through the 
25 management system 28, such as the one illustrated in Figure 2, which comprises part of 
the retailer’s applications 22, to ensure that updates are correct. 

According to the embodiment illustrated in Figure 1, and as discussed briefly 
above, the event management module 19 is configured to request, receive, and process 
data representing orders from the order management module 15 and to generate or 
30 develop a detailed overview comprising order relationships or tasks for each order. As 
used herein, “order relationships or tasks” include relationships between the purchasable 
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items ordered by the customer 20, such as the detailed measurement, delivery and/or 
installation services for tangible purchasable items, and include an execution hierarchy 
establishing the order of completion for each relationship or task, which can include time 
ranges for completion or actual completion dates. For example, in one embodiment, the 
5 event management module 19 receives data representing an order of a purchasable item 
from the order management module 15, generates an order relationship between the 
delivery and installation of the purchasable items, establishes an execution hierarchy 
between the delivery and installation, including computing delivery and installation dates. 
Preferably, the event management module 19 is configured to communicate the execution 
1 0 hierarchy to the customers 20, vendors 21, and/or customer representatives 23 and other 
interested parties by electronic mail, telephone, facsimile, etc. For example, in one 
embodiment, the event management module 19 comprises voice technology with logical 
interface scheduling options or interactive voice response, such as Edify, and can be 
configured to contact the customer 20 via telephone to notify them of the proposed 
15 delivery and installation dates. As discussed above, in one embodiment the event 
management module 19 communicates data representing the detailed overview to the 
scheduling module 14 to be stored in computer-readable memory, which can be accessed 
by the customer 20, vendors 21, and customer representatives 23. 

Once the detailed overview (i.e., the order relationships and execution hierarchy) 
20 has been established, the event management module 19 is configured to monitor the 
progress of the execution hierarchy to completion and to make appropriate 
changes/modifications, as necessary. The event management module 19 is configured to 
request, receive, process, and store in computer-readable memory data representing 
changes or impacts to an upstream order component, such as a notice from a vendor 21 of 
25 an order delay, and to automatically check the changes or impacts against the 

downstream components to see if changes to the detailed overview are required. If 
changes are determined to be necessary, the event management module 19 is configured 
to communicate the changes to the order management module 15 and/or scheduling 
module 14, which in turn commxmicates the changes to the customers 20, vendors 21, 

30 and/or customer representatives 23 and other interested parties by electronic mail, 
telephone, facsimile, etc. In one embodiment, the event management module 19 is 
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configured to capture and store in computer-readable memory data representing all 
customer contacts the scheduling module 14, the order management module 15, and the 
event management module have, for example, by communicating the data to the lead 
management module 13 to be stored as a sales variable. 

5 Changes to the detailed overview by the event management module 19 can be 

accomplished in several ways. In one embodiment, the event management module 19 
recognizes a change in some aspect of the detailed overview and prompts a customer 
representative 23 to make the necessary changes. In another embodiment, the event 
management module 19 recognizes a change in some aspect of the detailed overview and 
10 automatically initiates the appropriate changes based upon predetermined rules. In yet 
another embodiment, the event management module 19 recognizes a change in some 
aspect of the detailed overview and automatically initiates the appropriate changes based 
upon previous occurrences of similar events, i.e., by learning. 

As illustrated in Figure 1 , the vendor management module 16 is in 
1 5 communication with the order management module 15 and the event management 
module 19. As indicated above, the event management module 19 and/or the vendor 
management module 16 can comprise separate modules in communication with the order 
management module 15 or can comprise part of the order management module. Updates 
to the vendor management module 16 preferably are under centralized management or 
20 control through the management system 28, such as the one illustrated in Figure 2, which 
comprises part of the retailer’s applications 22, to ensure that updates are correct. 

The vendor management module 16 is configured to request and receive, and 
“vendor data,” to store the data in computer-readable memory, and to process or analyze 
the data, such as by comparing, sorting, categorizing, and/or grouping the data for two or 
25 more vendors for one or more purchasable items, so as to ensure the quality of the 

purchasable items for the customers 20. “Vendor data” can include information relating 
to vendor performance, such as the number of shipments completed on time, quality of 
the purchasable items provided by the vendor, percentage of complete shipments, as well 
as information fi-om on-site inspections and customer surveys, including, without 
30 limitation, information relating to whether the vendor was courteous, quality of 

workmanship, professional appearance, etc. “Vendor data” can also include contact 
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information (phone numbers, facsimile numbers, electronic mail, etc.), crew size, 
certifications, insurance, storage capabilities (for holding large orders prior to 
installation), availability for assignment, coverage area, references, etc. For example, in 
one embodiment the vendor management module 16 is configured to initiate an 
5 application to each prospective vendor 21 soliciting the desired contact information and is 
configured to receive, process and store in computer-readable memory data representing 
the vendor’s response to the application. The vendor management module 16 preferably 
requires entry of contact and other information by the vendors via the application in order 
to participate in the system 10. Upon completion of the application, the application 
10 information is communicated by the vendor management module 16 to various personnel 
of the retailer for verification of credentials and consideration of placement on a certified 
list maintained by the vendor management module. The prospective vendors are not 
added to the certified list unless the vendor management module 16 receives the 
appropriate authorization to do so. 

1 5 Upon placement of vendors 21 on the certified list, the vendor management 

module 16 provides each of the vendors an opportunity to participate in projects that the 
vendor management module determines to be in their coverage area and for which the 
suppliers are available. In this regard, the vendor management module 16 is configured 
to request, receive, and process data representing orders from the order management 
20 module 15, either alone or in communication with the event management module 19 
and/or the scheduling module 14 (via the order management module and/or the event 
management module). The vendor management module 16 is also configured to request, 
receive, process and store in computer readable memory data from the vendor 21 
representing the completion of tasks identified in the detailed overview by the event 
25 management module. 

According to another embodiment, the vendor management module 16 (either 
alone or in commimication with the order management module 15 and/or event 
management module 19) is configured to communicate and/or administer an on-site 
inspection and/or customer survey to the customer 20 upon the occurrence of a trigger, 

30 such as completion of a task by a vendor 21. For example, the on-site inspections and/or 
customer surveys can be designed to measure such factors in vendor performance as 
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promptness, appearance, courteousness and/or professionalism. The vendor management 
module 16 can also be configured to analyze the results of the on-site inspection and/or 
customer survey, such as by scoring the results of the surveys and inspection to determine 
which vendors 21 can remain on the certified list. 

5 While the vendor management module 16 can be configured to allow the 

customer 20 or the customer representative 23 to select the vendor 21 to provide a 
particular purchasable items, such as measurement, delivery, installation, maintenance, or 
warranty services, etc., in one embodiment, the vendor management module selects the 
vendor for the customer automatically based upon a predetermined vendor schedule or 
10 rotation, so that each vendor has 2 in equal opportunity of being selected. Advantageously, 
by using an objective method to select vendors, the vendor management module 16 
eliminates many of the biases that may reside in the customer representatives 23, which 
makes the system 10 more attractive to potential vendors. 

According to yet another embodiment of the present invention, the vendor 
1 5 management module 16 is configured to request, receive, and process data representing 
updates to the vendor’s catalogs and to communicate the updated information to the 
envisioning module 12 and/or the catalog module 11. Preferably, the updates to the 
catalog module 11 and/or the envisioning module 12 are performed automatically upon 
receipt of the updates from the vendors 21. In another embodiment of the system 10, the 
20 updates to the catalog module 11 and/or the envisioning module 12 are received by the 
catalog module and/or envisioning module directly from the vendor. 

As illustrated in Figure 1, the system preferably includes an account management 
module 17 in communication with the sales module 32, order management module 15, 
and vendor management module 16, as well as the event management module 19 through 
25 the order management module and/or vendor management module. The account 

management module 17 preferably is configured to request, receive, process, and store in 
computer-readable memory data representing certain financial information relating to 
individual transactions of the retailer, including payments from customers 20 and 
invoices from vendors 21. In one embodiment, the account management module 17 is 
30 configured to request, receive, and process data from the sales module 32 relating to 
orders and customer payment information, such as credit card nos., debit card no., etc.. 
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and to process the payments. In another embodiment, the account management module 
17 is configured to request and receive invoices from vendors 21 and to process the 
invoices and issue payments to the vendors electronically. Updates to the account 
management module 17 preferably are under centralized management or control through 
5 the management system 28, such as the one illustrated in Figure 2, which comprises part 
of the retailer’s applications 22, to ensure that updates are correct. 

Referring to Figure 1, the system 10 can also include an inventory management 
module 18 in communication with the order management module 15, the vendor 
management module 16 and the account management module 17, as well as the event 
10 management module 19 through the order management module and/or vendor 

management module. The inventory management module 18 is configured to monitor 
and manage the inventory of the retailer by capturing and storing in computer-readable 
memory data representing the quantity of purchasable items sold and restocked. In one 
embodiment, the inventory management module 18, either alone or in communication 
1 5 with the vendor management module 16, is configured to communicate automatically 
with the vendor in the event the quantity of specified purchasable items falls below a 
preset minimum requesting the vendor to restock the purchasable items. 

According to another embodiment of the system 10, if the retailer does not have a 
purchasable item selected by a customer 20 in stock at the retailer’s store nearest the 
20 customer, the inventory management module 18, in communication with the order 
management module 15 and/or the event management module 19, is configured to 
communicate with one or more of the retailer’s other stores or distribution facilities to 
determine whether the purchasable item is in stock at these stores or facilities and, if so, 
whether the item can be delivered to customer or to the retailer’s store nearest the 
25 customer in a period of time acceptable to the customer. If the purchasable items is not in 
stock one or more of the retailer’s other stores or distribution facilities or caimot be 
delivered to the customer 20 or to the retailer’s store nearest the customer in a period of 
time acceptable to the customer, then the inventory management module 16, either alone 
or in communication with the vendor management module 16, is configured to 
30 communicate automatically with the vendor 21 to obtain the purchasable item. 
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Referring to Figure 2, there is illustrated the infrastructure of a hardware system 
25 comprising a management system 28 and an in-store system 30, according to one 
embodiment of the present invention, for implementing the system 10 characterized by 
centralized processing and decentralized execution. The architecture of the in-store 
5 system 30 can include one or more point-of-sale (POS) terminals 50, one or more client 
terminals 51, a wide-area-network (WAN) communications router system 52, and an in- 
store server complex 53. The management system 28 can include a corporate server farm 
54, a host system 55 and an information warehouse system 56. 

According to one embodiment of the present invention, the system 10 is browser- 
1 0 centric (i.e . , web based) and uses the Java 2 enterprise edition (J2EE) server model to 
promote centralized control of many of the system’s processes. According to this 
embodiment, the POS terminals 50 and client terminals 51 can be relatively thin client 
end points ruiming browser software that are cormected via an in-store wired and wireless 
local area network (LAN) 57 to the WAN communications system 52 and in-store server 
15 complex 53. The WAN communications system 52 can use a variety of high-speed 
communications mechanisms, such as frame relay, asynchronous transfer mode 
(“ATM”), multi-protocol label switching (“MPLS”), communicating via TCP/IP 
communications or satellite. 

Preferably, the one or more modules of the system 10 primarily reside on the 
20 components of the management system 28 so as to have centralized control, provide 

sharing of information and data between stores and on-line access, and minimize in-store 
hardware requirements. However, some or all of the applications could be run locally, 
such as the in-store system 30 and perhaps portions of the catalog database 26 which can 
reside on the in-store server complex 53. In particular, the product images can reside 
25 locally to facilitate quick access by the various terminals 50, 51 or in-store kiosks (not 
shown). Where the system 10 comprises two or more of the modules described above, 
the modules are preferably interconnected via a message-oriented infrastructure. In this 
manner, each of the modules can be modified or replaced without having undue effect on 
the other modules. 

30 It should be noted that the customer 20 can also access the system 10 using their 

own local terminals, such as over the Internet with a home computer. In this case, the 
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system 10 has the capability of using automated dialing, electronic mail, and on-line 
chats to interact with the customer 20 regarding purchasable items of interest to the 
customer. Vendors 21 can also interact with system 10 via EDI transactions, XML or 
through a vendor-specific web site, or through electronic mail updates. Customer 
5 representatives 23 can interact with the system 10 using the terminals 50, 51 that provide 
a common launch point for the various modules while also providing a common source 
for all alerts and messages generated by the modules. It should be noted that the above- 
described architecture embodiment is not meant to be limiting as other combinations of 
hardware, software and firmware may be employed to implement the system 10 of the 
10 present invention as will be described below. 

Referring to Figure 3, there is illustrated a method of using the present invention 
applicable to a home improvement retailer. Use of the system of the present invention 
varies based upon the complexity of the home improvement project, the perspective of 
the user and other factors. However, generally the customer first connects to the system, 
15 such as via the Internet or an in-store kiosk. See Block 60. Once connected to the 
system, the customer interacts with the catalog and/or envisioning modules to select a 
purchasable item or items. See Block 61. For instance, the customer may select kitchen 
remodeling and then answer a list of detailed questions generated from a kitchen 
remodeling project template. Alternatively, the customer wishing a more high-level 
20 estimate may consult the envisioning module and specify a size of the kitchen, quality of 
various materials and appliances to obtain a high-level quote. The selection of 
purchasable items could also focus on obtaining options available within certain price 
ranges. 

As the broad outlines of the home improvement project are selected, the 
25 envisioning module generates a graphical display of the selected purchasable items in the 
environs defined by the customer. See Block 64. Also, the scheduling module identifies 
the customer representative with expertise in the selected purchasable items, and 
proposes a plurality of time slots with the representative. See Block 63. The customer 
then schedules the appointments by selecting the appropriate time slots. In the case of 
30 schedule selection via the Internet, the scheduling module withholds finalization of 

scheduling pending notification of a person-to-person telephone call with the customer. 
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Preferably, the envisioning module, or another module, has received and stored in 
computer-readable memory customer contact information. If any of the envisioning, 
scheduling, or other steps are interrupted and a sale is not completed, the customer 
information and selected purchasable items are transmitted to the lead management 
5 module. See Block 62. The lead management module then identifies the need for a lead 
and sends a reminder with the lead information to one of the customer representatives. 
The customer representative can then follow up with the customer and inquire about the 
customer’s plans, answer any questions the customer may have, and attempt to persuade 
the customer to complete their order. 

10 Once the broad outlines of the home improvement project have been selected, the 

customer elects to identify specific purchasable items by consulting the catalog module. 
See Block 65. The customer can manipulate listed purchasable items by sorting the items 
based on desired characteristics. For configurable purchasable items, once the desired 
item or items are identified, the customer defines the specification and/or final attributes 
15 of the configurable item. See Block 66. Upon completion of this process, and after any 
other changes to item selections, the envisioning module obtains data on the changes and 
regenerates the graphical depiction of the home improvement project. See Block 68. 

As each purchasable item is selected in the catalog module, the customer can 
select accessories and related items that are displayed by the catalog module, which 
20 items, if selected, are then added to the overall order. See Block 67. During each 

selection, the catalog module and/or envisioning module in conjunction with the catalog 
module continuously updates a list of purchasable items and other materials needed to 
complete the home improvement project. Once the purchasable items have been selected, 
the order management module, in communication with the vendor management module 
25 and the event management module, identifies a list of potential installation service 

vendors from a group of previously certified vendors having a service area encompassing 
the project and having time availability to perform the project. The vendor management 
module then selects the vendor from the list of certified vendors. See Block 69. 

Once the order is completed, a list of the ordered purchasable items, along with 
30 other associated details, are distributed to the various vendors by the order management 
module. See Block 71. The order management module also can make the order details 
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available to other interested parties, such as the customer or customer representative. The 
order is communicated to the event management module that identifies relationships 
between the purchasable items and vendors and uses these relationships to build an 
execution hierarchy. See Block 72. 

5 Portions of the execution hierarchy are then distributed to various vendors that 

provide required services, such as detailed measurement, delivery, and/or installation, 
etc., so as to coordinate execution of the home improvement project. Further, the event 
management module captures and stores in computer-readable memory data representing 
modifications and/or changes sent by the customer or vendors and then, in turn, modifies 
10 the execution hierarchy, including accounting for downstream changes. See Block 73. 
Once some, or all, aspects of the project have been completed, the vendor management 
module conducts customer surveys and receives, processes and stores in computer- 
readable memory the results of on-site inspections. See Block 74. According to another 
embodiment, the vendor management module prompts a customer representative to 
15 conduct a customer survey and on-site inspection, the results of which are received, 

processed and stored in computer-readable memory. This information is then used by the 
vendor management module to rank the vendors for maintenance of the certification list. 

A system 70 of another embodiment of the present invention is shown in Figure 4. 
The system 70 includes a processor 75 that communicates with other elements within the 
20 system via a system interface or bus 76. Also included in the system 10 is one or more 
display device/input devices 77 for receiving and displaying data. The display 
device/input device may be, for example, a keypad or pointing device that is used in 
combination with a display screen. The system 70 further includes memory 78, which 
preferably includes both read only memory (ROM) 90 and random access memory 
25 (RAM) 70. The ROM 90 is used to store a basic input/output system (BIOS) 91, 

containing the basic routines that help to transfer information between elements within 
the system 70. 

In addition, the system 70 includes at least one storage device 92, such as a hard 
disk drive, a floppy disk drive, a CD-ROM drive, or optical disk drive, for storing 
30 information on various computer-readable media, such as a hard disk, a removable 

magnetic disk, or a CD-ROM disk. As will be appreciated by one of ordinary skill in the 
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art, each of these storage devices 92 is connected to the system bus 76 by an appropriate 
interface. The storage devices 92 and their associated computer-readable media provide 
non-volatile storage for the system 70. It is important to note that the computer-readable 
media described above could be replaced by any other type of computer-readable media 
5 known in the art. Such media include, for example, magnetic cassettes, flash memory 
cards, digital video disks, and Bernoulli cartridges. 

One or more program modules can be stored by the various storage devices, such 
as within RAM 79 (as illustrated in Figure 4) or within the storage device 92. Such 
program modules can include an operating system 80, a catalog module 81, an 
10 envisioning module 82, a lead management module 83, a scheduling module 84, an order 
management module 85, a vendor management module 86, an accoimt management 
module 87, an inventory management module 88 and/or an event management module 
89. The modules control certain aspects of the operation of the system 70, as is described 
above, with the assistance of the processor 75 and the operating system 80. While 
15 described as separate modules, these functions may, instead, be integrated. 

Also located within the system 70, is a system interface 93 for interfacing and 
communicating with other elements of the retailer’s applications 22, such as the 
management system 28 and in-store system 30 illustrated in Figure 2. It will be 
appreciated by one of ordinary skill in the art that one or more of the components of the 
20 system 10, 70 can be located geographically remotely from other system components. 
Furthermore, one or more of the components may be combined, and additional 
components performing functions described herein may be included in the system. 

According to one embodiment, the system 10 can include optical or magnetic 
wireless scanners (not shown) that the customer can use in-store to select purchasable 
25 items. These customer selections are received and processed by the catalog module 11 
and stored in computer-readable memory for later reference by the customer 20. If the 
customer desires, the customer may check-out after making the desired selections of 
purchasable items, including tendering payment therefor. At check-out, the customer’s 
selection of purchasable items is communicated to the order management system 15 by 
30 the catalog module 11 and/or sales module 32. The order management module 15, either 
alone or in communication with the scheduling module 14, vendor management module 
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16, and/or the event management module 19, will then prompt a customer representative 
23 to pull the purchasable items selected by the customer 20 and arrange to have the 
items delivered to the customer. In one embodiment, the customer 20 identifies a desired 
delivery time and date at the time of check-out, which delivery time and date can be 
5 communicated by the order management module 15 to the schedule module 14 and stored 
in computer-readable memory. 

Figures 1, 2, 3, and 4 are block diagrams, flowcharts and control flow illustrations 
of methods, systems and program products according to the invention. It will be 
understood that each block or step of the block diagrams, flowcharts and control flow 
10 illustrations, and combinations of blocks in the block diagrams, flowcharts and control 
flow illustrations, can be implemented by computer program instructions. These 
computer program instructions may be loaded onto, or otherwise executable by, a 
computer or other programmable apparatus to produce a machine, such that the 
instructions which execute on the computer or other programmable apparatus create 
1 5 means or devices for implementing the functions specified in the block diagrams, 

flowcharts or control flow block(s) or step(s). These computer program instructions may 
also be stored in a computer-readable memory that can direct a computer or other 
programmable apparatus to function in a particular manner, such that the instructions 
stored in the computer-readable memory produce an article of manufacture, including 
20 instruction means or devices which implement the functions specified in the block 
diagrams, flowcharts or control flow block(s) or step(s). The computer program 
instructions may also be loaded onto a computer or other programmable apparatus to 
cause a series of operational steps to be performed on the computer or other 
programmable apparatus to produce a computer implemented process such that the 
25 instructions which execute on the computer or other programmable apparatus provide 
steps for implementing the functions specified in the block diagrams, flowcharts or 
control flow block(s) or step(s). 

Accordingly, blocks or steps of the block diagrams, flowcharts or control flow 
illustrations support combinations of means or devices for performing the specified 
30 functions, combinations of steps for performing the specified functions and program 
instruction means or devices for performing the specified functions. It will also be 
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understood that each block or step of the block diagrams, flowcharts or control flow 
illustrations, and combinations of blocks or steps in the block diagrams, flowcharts or 
control flow illustrations, can be implemented by special purpose hardware-based 
computer systems which perform the specified fimctions or steps, or combinations of 
5 special purpose hardware and computer instructions. 

Overall, the system 10, 70 overcomes the difficulties encountered in the prior art 
by providing an at least partially integrated solution wherein the customer 20 can design, 
select, order, purchase, and monitor the customer’s project and coordinate services for the 
completion of the project. For purposes of example only and not limitation, several of 
10 the benefits of the system 10, 70 are set forth hereinbelow. The envisioning module 12 
allows the customer 20 to visualize the selected purchasable items in an environs defined 
by the customer as it is developed from an initial, rough design, all the way through to the 
actual selection of specific goods with specific characteristics. The lead management 
module 13 facilitates the sale of purchasable items by tracking customer contacts with the 
15 system 10, 70 and periodically providing lead information to customer representatives 23 
for follow-up with the customer 20. The scheduling module 14 allows the customer 20 to 
obtain additional help on design and/or selection of purchasable items, as well as 
allowing the retailer to manage the customer’s expectations for completion of the various 
tasks involved with order, delivery and/or installation of the selected purchasable items. 
20 The order management module 15 manages the logistics associated with each order and 
apprises the various interested parties of the status of the order. The vendor management 
module 16 ensures that only quality vendors are involved in the process, thereby 
overcoming the customer’s lack of knowledge of the trustworthiness and skill of the 
vendors. The event management module 19 monitors and coordinates the completion of 
25 the execution hierarchy of the selected purchasable items to ensure timely completion and 
preferably controls all prompts, etc. relating thereto. 

Many modifications and other embodiments of the inventions set forth herein will 
come to mind to one skilled in the art to which these inventions pertain having the benefit 
of the teachings presented in the foregoing descriptions and the associated drawings. 

30 Therefore, it is to be understood that the inventions are not to be limited to the specific 
embodiments disclosed and that modifications and other embodiments are intended to be 
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included within the scope of the appended claims. Although specific terms are employed 
herein, they are used in a generic and descriptive sense only and not for purposes of 
limitation. 
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